Flora of Vallikkaattu
INTRODUCTION
Sacred groves are considered a reservoir of biodiversity, gene pool and treasure house of many endemic, endangered and economically important plants used in Ayurveda, tribal and folk medicines and their importance in conserving biodiversity has been well recognized. The sacred groves blessed with many native plants comprise of patches of forests or natural vegetation ranging from few trees to forests which have been conserved by local *Corresponding author. E-mail: ksree6@ymail.com. Tel: 094479 04421.
Author(s) agree that this article remains permanently open access under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 International License people time immemorial dedicating them to local deities. They do play significant role in soil and water conservation and nutrient cycling in the terrestrial ecosystem. In India, they are reported from the Himalayas, North-east India, highlands of Bihar, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. In Kerala, they are known variously as "Kaavu", "Sarppakkaavu", "Pambinkaavu" or "Nagakkaavu" which are dedicated to gods/goddesses or to certain ancestral/natural spirits. The sacred groves in general, act as nursery and storehouse of many local Ayurveda, tribal and folk medicines (Bhakat and Pandit, 2003) . Extensive studies have been done on the floristic diversity of sacred groves of the Western Ghats and Kerala State during the past three decades (Gadgil and Vartak, 1975 , 1976 Unnikrishnan, 1995; Chandran and Gadgil, 1993a,b; Chandran et al., 1998; Nambeesan, 1999; Induchoodan, 1992 Induchoodan, , 1996 Pushpangadan et al., 1998; Unni and Anupama, 2004; Anupama, 2009; Sreeja and Unni, 2010a; Sreeja, 2008 Sreeja, , 2013 . Many sacred groves of Kozhikode District have been reported as storehouse of valuable medicinal plants used in Ayurveda, tribal and folk medicines Unni, 2010b, 2011) . Studies show that some sacred groves of Kakkodi Panchayat in the Kozhikode district (Kerala) have undergone drastic degradation due to human interventions (Sreeja et al., 2010) . Sacred groves being rich in a variety of medicinal plants, their conservation warrants extensive floristic studies and implementation of immediate measures for conservation, failing which many threatened medicinal plants might be lost forever.
Studies on sacred groves of Kerala shows there are 761 sacred groves rich in biodiversity with a floristic wealth of over 722 species belonging to 217 families and 474 genera (Balasubramanyan and Induchoodan, 1996) . Even the smallest groves harbour some old and magnificent specimens of trees and climbers (Induchoodan, 1992 (Induchoodan, , 1996 Chandrasekara and Sankar, 1998a, b; Anupama, 2009 (Rajendraprasad, 1995) . The vegetation of sacred groves has been broadly classified into two types viz., evergreen and moist deciduous (Basha, 1998) . A new species of the leguminous climber Kunstleria keralensis has been reported from one of the sacred groves of Kerala (Mohanan and Nair, 1981) . Chandrasekara and Sankar (1998 a, b) recorded 73 species from three sacred groves of Kerala of which 13 are endemic to Southern Western Ghats, 3 are endemic to Western Ghats and 1 is endemic to Peninsular India. Induchoodan (1996) identified 364 important sacred groves in Kerala with a floristic wealth of 722 species. Pushpagadan et al. (1998) reported that the biological spectrum of sacred groves of Kerala closely resembles that of tropical forest biodiversity. A rare species of cinnamon, Cinnamomum quilonensis have been reported from the sacred groves of Alappuzha in Kerala (Mohanan and Nair, 1981) . Twenty five threatened plants have been recorded from coastal sacred groves of Thrissur (Sujana et al., 2006 (Sreeja, 2008; Sreeja et al. 2010) reported the presence of 131 species of plants belonging to 118 genera and 60 families, out of which 127 were Angiosperms, 2 were Gymnosperms and 2 were Pteridophytes.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
This study was done in Vallikkaattu Kaavu of Kozhikode District (1108' and 1150' N latitude; 7530' and 76 08' E longitude) located on the southwest coast of India with a humid tropical climate, mean annual rainfall of 3266 mm and temperature range of 22 to 36°C. History and details of this sacred grove was collected through field visits, personal interview with members of the Temple Trust and confirmed scrutinizing the temple records. Plants were collected seasonally based on their flowering season, herbaria prepared following the wet method of Fosberg and Sachet (1965) and identified with the help of Flora of the Presidency of Madras by Gamble and Fischer (1915-1936) 
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Hopea (Sasidharan, 2004 (Sasidharan, , 2006 (Sasidharan, , 2011 FRLHT, 2004; IUCN, 2012) . Vallikkaattu Kaavu, associated with the Sree Vana Durga Bhagavathi Temple, located 20 km north of Kozhikode at Edakkara in Thalakkalathur Panchayat of Kozhikode District is the largest sacred grove in Kozhikode District with an area of 6.5 ha. Major portion of this sacred grove is a hillock and a perennial stream flowing through it drains into a pond closer to it. The Kaavu and the temple which were owned earlier by three Hindu families and the H. R and C. E. Department, Government of Kerala took over its control in1948 and is being administered by a Board of Trustees consisting of five members -two members from the hereditary families and three from the Department, which meets once a month and takes decisions on matters related to the temple administration. Main deity of the temple is Sree Durga Bhagavathi and the sub-deities are Ganapathi, Ayyappan, Bhadrakaali and Sree Vettakkorumakan. 
